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Abstract 

Unhealthy processed food products are increasingly dominating over healthy foods, making food and nutrition 
environments unhealthier. Development and implementation of strong government healthy food policies is 
currently being circumvented in many countries by powerful food industry lobbying. In order to increase 
accountability of both governments and the private sector for their actions, and improve the healthiness of food 
environments, INFORMAS (the International Network for Food and Obesity/non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 
Research, Monitoring and Action Support) has recently been founded to systematically and comprehensively 
monitor food environments and policies in countries of varying size and income. This will enable INFORMAS to rank 
both governments and private sector companies globally according to their actions on food environments. 
Identification of those countries which have the healthiest food and nutrition policies and using them as 
international benchmarks against which national progress towards best practice can be assessed, should support 
reductions in global obesity and diet-related NCDs. 



Background 

Every individual should have the right to get easily access- 
ible, readily available, relatively inexpensive and sufficiently 
promoted healthy foods. However, in general, unhealthy 
processed food products are increasingly dominating over 
healthy foods, making food environments unhealthier, and 
are profoundly multiplying their effects on health [1,2]. 
Food environments, most broadly, include a combination 
of physical, economic, policy and socio-cultural surround- 
ings, opportunities and conditions that influence food 
choices [3]. Implementation of strong government healthy 
food and nutrition policies is lagging in many countries, 
mainly due to clever and effective food industry influences. 
This was observed in Europe, where the front-of-pack traf- 
fic light labelling, to improve interpretation of nutrition 
information by consumers, was not implemented after 
huge lobbying campaigns by the food and drink industries 
[4]. Several Latin American governments recently also 
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attempted to get healthy food policies developed and 
implemented, but most (apart from Mexico which very 
recently introduced a 1 peso per liter tax on soft drinks 
and a 8% tax on junk food) did not yet succeed due to 
strong industry pressure [5]. Despite this, it is encouraging 
that this detrimental food industry pressure was recently 
recognised as one of the biggest problems facing health 
promotion by Dr Margaret Chan in her opening speech at 
the 2013 Health Promotion Conference in Helsinki [6], and 
by a group of renowned scientists who recently published 
the Bellagio declaration on the undermining effect of food 
corporations on healthy food policies and a set of key 
actions for governments, the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), international agencies, researchers, foundations 
and civil society in order to address this problem [7]. 

Discussion 

In an ambitious effort to shift current diets in the direction 
of meeting dietary guidelines, INFORMAS (the Inter- 
national Network for Food and Obesity/non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) Research, Monitoring and Action Support) 
[3] has recently been founded and aims to increase ac- 
countability of both governments and the food industry for 
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their actions on food environments and to give a stronger 
voice to consumers [8] to advocate for healthy food 
environments and diets. INFORMAS aims to achieve this 
through monitoring and benchmarking key aspects of food 
environments, as well as policies, actions and practices of 
governments and private sector organisations impacting on 
those. The standardised and stepwise INFORMAS moni- 
toring approaches have recently been published as a sup- 
plement in Obesity Reviews [9-17]. 

This new initiative aims for monitoring to be highly 
policy responsive, to occur at low cost and be sustain- 
able, to make results available online and open access in 
different formats for different stakeholders and to be 
complementary to monitoring efforts of the WHO. The 
global political commitment made in May 2013 towards 
a comprehensive plan for the prevention and control of 
NCDs and for a monitoring framework to measure pro- 
gress on 25 indicators towards 9 targets [18] is deficient 
in monitoring food environments and policies. 

Systematic and comprehensive monitoring in coun- 
tries of varying size and income should enable INFOR- 
MAS to rank both governments and private sector 
companies globally according to their actions on for 
example decreasing salt, sugar and fat levels in foods, 
restricting unhealthy food advertising targeted at chil- 
dren, providing clear and easily interpretative front-of- 
pack nutrition labels, improving the nutritional quality 
of foods provided and sold in different settings (espe- 
cially schools) and increasing the relative availability 
and affordability of healthy versus unhealthy foods in 
communities. Best practice exemplars or benchmarks 
will be derived from this international monitoring and 
progress of countries, and companies, on improving 
food environments will be compared against those. To as- 
sess government policies and actions towards good prac- 
tice, INFORMAS has proposed a government healthy 
food environment policy index (Food-EPI) [9]. This index, 
more than a tool for monitoring alone, aims to increase 
engagement with both policymakers, as well as the public 
health nutrition community in participating countries. Its 
impact on catalysing policy responses is expected to be 
significant and will be measured. A separate assessment of 
private sector actions and practices [10] draws on experi- 
ence from the recently launched Access to Nutrition index 
(ATNI) [19], supplemented with the measurement of 
less visible practices, such as lobbying, political dona- 
tions and corporate philanthropy. This assessment may 
give insight in the best strategies to overcome the power 
of the food industry currently circumventing the imple- 
mentation of strong public health nutrition policies. 
This assessment may give insight in the best strategies 
to overcome the power of the food industry currently 
circumventing the implementation of strong public 
health nutrition policies. 



Conclusions 

INFORMAS hopes to closely engage with different stake- 
holders (governments, private sector, researchers, NGOs, 
media, public), increase levels of accountability of govern- 
ments and the food industry, and stimulate more effective 
policies and actions to improve the healthiness of food en- 
vironments. In addition, rich international databases will 
allow a deeper understanding of how food policies and en- 
vironments affect obesity and NCDs and allow evaluation 
of the impacts of new food policies and actions on food 
environments, obesity and NCD risk factors. This new 
monitoring initiative should help to identify the best strat- 
egies to improve access and availability of healthy diets at 
affordable prices for all individuals. In the longer run 
INFORMAS should identify equity and sustainability indi- 
cators as well, which could help to come to more inte- 
grated food policies meeting the challenges of chronic 
disease, climate change, loss of biodiversity, resource 
efficiency and food security. 

Competing interests 

The authors declare that they have no competing interests. 
Authors' contributions 

SV drafted the manuscript. BS reviewed the draft. Both authors read and 
approved the final manuscript. 

Author details 

department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, University of Auckland, 
School of Population Health, Auckland, New Zealand. Scientific Institute of 
Public Health, Department of Public Health and Surveillance, Brussels, 
Belgium. 3 WH0 Collaborating Centre for Obesity Prevention, Deakin 
University, Melbourne, Australia. 

Received: 26 September 2013 Accepted: 14 November 2013 
Published: 5 March 2014 

References 

1. Monteiro CA, Levy RB, Claro RM, de Castro IR, Cannon G: Increasing 
consumption of ultra-processed foods and likely impact on human 
health: evidence from Brazil. Public Health Nutr 201 1, 14(1):5-13. 

2. Moubarac JC, Martins AP, Claro RM, Levy RB, Cannon G, Monteiro CA: 
Consumption of ultra-processed foods and likely impact on human 
health. Evidence from Canada. Public Health Nutr 2012, 16:2240-2248. 

3. Swinburn B, Sacks G, Vandevijvere S, Kumanyika S, Lobstein T, Neal B, 
Barquera S, Friel S, Hawkes C, Kelly B, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Ma J, Macmullan J, 
Mohan S, Monteiro C, Rayner M, Sanders D, Snowdon W, Walker C: INFORMAS 
(International Network for Food and Obesity/non-communicable diseases 
Research, Monitoring and Action Support): overview and key principles. 
ObesRev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):1-12. 

4. Corporate Europe Observatory: A red light for consumer information: the food 
industry's €1 -billion campaign to block health warnings on food. Brussels: 
Corporate Europe Observatory; 2010. 

5. Fraser B: Latin American countries crack down on junk food. Lancet 2013, 
382:385-386. 

6. Chan M: WHO Director-General addresses health promotion conference. Opening 
address at the 8th Global Conference on Health Promotion Helsinki 10 June 2013; 
201 3. http//www.who.int/dg/speeches/201 3/health_promotion_201 3061 0/en/ 
index.html accessed 13/06/2013. 

7. Bellagio Meeting group, Popkin BM: Bellagio Declaration 2013 Countering Big 
Food's Undermining of Healthy Food Policies. ObesRev 2013, 14(Suppl 2):9-10. 

8. Lobstein T, Brinsden H, Landon J, Kraak V, Musicus A, Macmullan J: 
INFORMAS and advocacy for public health nutrition and obesity 
prevention. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):150-156. 



Vandevijvere and Swinburn Archives of Public Health 2014, 72:7 
http://www.archpublichealth.eom/content/72/1/7 



Page 3 of 3 



9. Swinburn B, Vandevijvere S, Kraak V, Sacks G, Snowdon W, Hawkes C, 
Barquera S, Friel S, Kelly B, Kumanyika S, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Lobstein T, Ma J, 
Macmullan J, Mohan S, Monteiro C, Neal B, Rayner M, Sanders D, Walker C: 
Monitoring and benchmarking government policies and actions to 
improve the healthiness of food environments: a proposed Government 
Healthy Food Environment Policy Index. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1 ):24— 37. 

10. Sacks G, Swinburn B, Kraak V, Downs S, Walker C, Barquera S, Friel S, Hawkes 
C, Kelly B, Kumanyika S, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Lobstein T, Ma J, Macmullan J, 
Mohan S, Monteiro C, Neal B, Rayner M, Sanders D, Snowdon W, 
Vandevijvere S: A proposed approach to monitor private-sector policies 
and practices related to food environments, obesity and non- 
communicable disease prevention. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):38-48. 

1 1 . Neal B, Sacks G, Swinburn B, Vandevijvere S, Dunford E, Snowdon W, Webster J, 
Barquera S, Friel S, Hawkes C, Kelly B, Kumanyika S, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Lobstein T, 
Ma J, Macmullan J, Mohan S, Monteiro C, Rayner M, Sanders D, Walker C: 
Monitoring the levels of important nutrients in the food supply. Obes Rev 
2013, 14(Suppl 1):49-58. 

Rayner M, Wood AT, Lawrence L, Ni Mhurchu C, Albert J, Barquera S, Friel S, 
Hawkes C, Kelly B, Kumanyika S, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Lobstein T, Ma J, 
Macmullan J, Mohan S, Monteiro C, Neal B, Sacks G, Sanders D, Snowdon W, 
Swinburn B, Vandevijvere S, Walker C: Monitoring the health-related 
labelling of foods and non-alcoholic beverages in retail settings. 
Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):70-81. 

Kelly B, King L, Baur L, Rayner M, Lobstein T, Monteiro C, Macmullan J, 
Mohan S, Barquera S, Friel S, Hawkes C, Kumanyika S, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Ma J, 
Neal B, Sacks G, Sanders D, Snowdon W, Swinburn B, Vandevijvere S, Walker 
C: Monitoring food and non-alcoholic beverage promotions to children. 

Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):59-69. 

Lee A, Ni Mhurchu C, Sacks G, Swinburn B, Snowdon W, Vandevijvere S, 
Hawkes C, L'Abbe M, Rayner M, Sanders D, Barquera S, Friel S, Kelly B, 
Kumanyika S, Lobstein T, Ma J, Macmullan J, Mohan S, Monteiro C, Neal B, 
Walker C: Monitoring the price and affordability of foods and diets 
globally. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):82-95. 

L'Abbe M, Schermel A, Minaker L, Kelly B, Lee A, Vandevijvere S, Twohig P, 
Barquera S, Friel S, Hawkes C, Kumanyika S, Lobstein T, Ma J, Macmullan J, 
Mohan S, Monteiro C, Neal B, Rayner M, Sacks G, Sanders D, Snowdon W, 
Swinburn B, Walker C: Monitoring foods and beverages provided and 
sold in public sector settings. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):96-107. 
Ni Mhurchu C, Vandevijvere S, Waterlander W, Thornton L, Kelly B, Cameron A, 
Snowdon W, Swinburn B: Monitoring the availability of healthy and unhealthy 
foods and non-alcoholic beverages in community and consumer retail food 
environments globally. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1):1 08-1 19. 
Friel S, Hattersley L, Snowdon W, Thow A, Lobstein T, Sanders D, Barquera S, 
Mohan S, Hawkes C, Kelly B, Kumanyika S, L'Abbe M, Lee A, Ma J, 
Macmullan J, Monteiro C, Neal B, Rayner M, Sacks G, Swinburn B, 
Vandevijvere S, Walker C: Monitoring the impacts of trade agreements on 
food environments. Obes Rev 2013, 14(Suppl 1 ):1 20-1 34. 

18. World Health Organisation: Draft action plan for the prevention and control 
of noncommunicable diseases 2013-2020. Sixty-sixth World Health Assembly 
Provisional Agenda item 13.2. Report by the Secretariat. Geneva: World Health 
Organisation; 2013. 

19. Access to Nutrition Index: Access to Nutrition Index; 2012. 
www.accesstonutrition.org. 



12. 



13. 



14. 



16. 



17. 



doi:1 0.1 186/2049-3258-72-7 

Cite this article as: Vandevijvere and Swinburn: Creating healthy food 
environments through global benchmarking of government nutrition 
policies and food industry practices. Archives of Public Health 2014 72:7. 



Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission 

• Thorough peer review 

• No space constraints or color figure charges 

• Immediate publication on acceptance 

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar 

• Research which is freely available for redistribution 



Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit 



o 



BioMed Central 



